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Social inclusion is a complex concept and its relationship to health has been widely debated. Across 
the European Union there has been a move towards policies promoting social inclusion. Despite this, 
there has been limited analysis of how the concept of social inclusion is operationalised in Irish policy. 
The aim of this research was to document and map the development of social inclusion policies in the 
Irish context. The objectives were to identify all the relevant stakeholders and policies, and to describe 
the relevance of social inclusion policy in the domain of health.  
Methods: 
We utilised a widely recognised policy analysis framework. We conducted a systematic search of 
relevant government policies, grey literature databases, statutory agencies and stakeholders in the 
Irish context since 2006. The researchers initially identified a total of 954 results.  
Results: 
The relevant stakeholders discovered were the research community, service providers, civil society 
organisations, policy makers and government, philanthropists and socially excluded people. Most 
policy documents included refer to one of two national policies created to drive social inclusion 
activities. Social inclusion was being operationalised in the context of health, but the relationship 
between policymakers and those planning and providing services was unclear.  
Conclusions: 
The concept of social inclusion was being operationalised in the Irish policy context. A multitude of 
stakeholders were involved, reflecting the wide reach of this concept in society. Social inclusion was a 
particularly important concept in the realm of health, and in the primary care domain in particular. 
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Social inclusion (SI) is a concept that has risen to prominence in many spheres worldwide. 
Supranational organisations such as the United Nations (UN), the World Health Organization (WHO) 
and the World Bank have all acknowledged the concept and discussed the potential benefits of 
working to improve the SI status of people and populations worldwide [1-4]. The general presumption 
is that people who are socially included are happier, healthier and more productive. As a recent World 
Bank report explained; “confronting the need for social inclusion will prove vital if we are to meet our 
goal of building shared prosperity for all people” [2]. SI and social exclusion (SE) are generally 
considered to be opposite ends of a continuum; a person is included or excluded from ‘mainstream’ 
society [3]. SE is directly related to health and is widely recognised as one of the social determinants 
of health [5, 6]. This relationship between SE and health has previously been explored by the WHO 
Social Exclusion Knowledge Network (SEKN) which published a report on this topic for the WHO 
Commission on the Social Determinants of Health in 2008 [3]. The authors summarised that “exclusion 
consists of dynamic, multi-dimensional processes driven by unequal power relationships interacting 
across four main dimensions ... it results in a continuum of inclusion/exclusion characterised by 
unequal access to resources, capabilities and rights which leads to health inequalities” [3]. 
Awareness of SI and the development of related initiatives has also become important at a European 
Union (EU) level. All member states, including Ireland, are now party to the Europe 2020 Strategy. This 
roadmap was agreed in 2010 and it covers areas such as education, employment and social inclusion 
[7]. The aim of the 2020 Strategy is to work towards making the EU a “smart, sustainable and inclusive 
economy delivering high levels of employment, productivity and social cohesion” [7]. While the main 
priority of the strategy was economic development, the addition of measures to tackle social issues 
was notable. These actions on SI were seen as crucial to driving growth across the EU. A so-called 
‘flagship initiative’ of this Europe 2020 Strategy was the development of the European Platform 
against Poverty and Social Exclusion [8]. This programme allowed for national governments, EU 
institutions and stakeholders such as non-governmental organisations (NGOs), to work together to 
tackle poverty and SE. In 2013 the European Commission introduced a set of policies called the Social 
Investment Package for Growth and Cohesion, and this framework included specific details relating to 
health [9]. It explained that investment in the health of EU citizens would help the member states to 
fulfil the goals of the Europe 2020 Strategy, thereby bringing the EU health policies in line with the 
growth and productivity agenda.  
The establishment of the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) in 1997 by the government of the United Kingdom 
(UK) provided a good example of how a government could streamline its activities on a national basis 
in an effort to improve levels of SI [10]. The unit had a working definition of SE as “what can happen 
when people or areas suffer from a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor 
skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime, poor health and family breakdown” [10]. In 2002, the 
SEU was moved to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, and this was seen as an acknowledgement 
of the breadth and gravity of problems that SE was contributing to in the UK at the time. The SEU 
worked to promote SI by commissioning relevant research and developing policies that targeted key 
vulnerable groups including those with chronic mental health issues, the homeless, ex-prisoners and 
others. While the UK SEU did publish and commission many reports, there appears to have been little 





In this paper we will examine the Republic of Ireland as a case study to show how SI policies and 
initiatives are operationalised at a national level. We will then look specifically at those SI policies and 
their influence in the domain of health. The now-disbanded Combat Poverty Agency in Ireland defined 
SI as “a series of positive actions to achieve equality of access to goods and services, to assist all 
individuals participate in their community and society, to encourage the contribution of all persons to 
social and cultural life and to be aware of, and to challenge all forms of discrimination” [11]. We have 
already said that Ireland is subscribed to and said to be implementing EU-wide SI programmes, but we 
are now seeking to discover if that has actually resulted in relevant policies and programmes being 
introduced in the country. We are also seeking to identify who the relevant actors or stakeholders are, 
and how they are involved in defining and working on the SI agenda. We will look at the national 
landscape, and we will then look at the implementation of SI in the domain of health.  
 
Methods 
In order to carry out this SI policy analysis we utilised Walt and Gilson’s model to set out the relevant 
context, the content of the policy and processes underlying its implementation [12]. Analysing context 
includes looking at political and social factors. Content covers the aims, objectives and interventions 
planned in the policies being examined. The processes part can look at issues with implementing 
policy. We have also mapped out the actors who were involved in the creation and working of SI policy; 
these include individuals, groups and organisations. We have used the terms actor and stakeholder 
interchangeably in this manuscript. To inform our work, we carried out a systematic search of the grey 
literature on SI and social exclusion (SE) in the Irish context using methods described by Godin et al as 
a guide [13]. Searching grey literature is sometimes seen as challenging and time-consuming for 
researchers, and this is felt to be due to the “vast amount of information, lack of standard indexing 
and controlled vocabulary, and lack of archiving” [13]. What Godin et al have done is describe steps 
to use in these searches to make them as rigorous and systematic as possible. Their search strategy 
included harnessing the power of the Google Advanced Search function to search relevant websites, 
and we have used that tool.  
We developed a number of inclusion and exclusion criteria for our searches. We sought information 
published since January 1st 2006. Any document or initiative had to be primarily concerned with SI or 
SE. It had to be from the Republic of Ireland context and had to be in English. It had to be the most 
recent version of the document, or it had to discuss the current context. See Table 1 for the list of 
repositories and websites searched. Academic literature databases were not included. Initially we 
recorded all relevant documents, policies, reports, presentations and research theses that we found. 
From these searches, we then documented the relevant stakeholders mentioned in each document. 
The resulting Microsoft Excel spreadsheet had 954 entries that included the names of policies, theses, 








Table 1: Search sources 
 






 Social Science Open Access Repository 
 WHO Europe Repository  










 Citizens Information Website 
 National Economic and Social Council 
 Institute of Public Health 
 LENUS 
 European Anti-Poverty Network 
 TUSLA – Child and Family Agency 
 Government Departments: 
o Health 
o Finance 
o Public Expenditure and Reform 
o Foreign Affairs and Trade 
o Defence 
o Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and 
Gaeltacht Affairs 
o Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
o Justice and Equality 
o Justice (Integration Section) 
o Social Protection 
o Housing, Planning, Community and 
Local Government 
o Communications, Climate Action and 
Environment 
o Transport, Tourism and Sport 
o Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation 
o Children and Youth Affairs 
o Education and Skills 































 Economic and Social Research Institute 
 Social Inclusion Division of Department of 
Social Protection 

















Actors – SI Stakeholders 
The systematic searches carried out revealed that there were five main groups of stakeholders 
involved in carrying out social inclusion (SI) related activities in the Irish context: the research 
community, policy makers and government, service providers, civil society organisations (CSOs) and 
philanthropic bodies (see Figure 2 below). The first group was the Research Community. This included 
many Irish higher education institutions and academic departments that had produced research on 
SI, and collaborated with or received funding from other stakeholders to do this work. National 
research institutions (e.g. the Economic and Social Research Institute) and academic research funding 
bodies (e.g. the Irish Research Council) were also included and recognised for conducting and 
supporting relevant research. The category of Policy Makers and Government included a broad range 
of stakeholders and initiatives at local, national and international levels. The local level included city 
and county councils, and county development boards. National level stakeholders included political 
parties and the offices of ministers and government departments that had input into SI initiatives. The 
development of specific units of relevance to SI in a number of government departments was notable 
(e.g. the Office for the Promotion of Migrant Integration at the Department of Justice). A number of 
government agencies were included; these carry out work in various spheres in order to try to improve 
equality and promote inclusion (e.g. the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission). Certain 
international bodies, policies and initiatives that have had an effect on the understanding and 
implementation of SI initiatives in the Irish context were also included (e.g. the European Social Fund). 
The next category, Service Providers, was made up of stakeholders representing the domains of 
health, education, the law, housing and others. All were involved in meeting and engaging with the 
public (and socially excluded groups) directly for their work. This category included many health-
Final Number = 492 
Stakeholders = 434 Policies = 51 Government Initiatives = 7
Removal of old versions of documents & stakeholders no 
longer active 
Removal of duplicates
Total Excel Spreadsheet Entries = 954
Documents etc. = 426 Stakeholders = 528
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related stakeholders including individual healthcare professions, some of their professional 
representative organisations and named services run by the Health Service Executive (HSE) [the 
national body that provides all state health and social care services].  
Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) made up the largest category included with over one hundred and 
fifty separate organisations identified. This list includes diverse entries such as trade unions, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), umbrella organisations of NGOs [where a number of NGOs have 
grouped together to achieve common goals], ‘think tanks’ of experts focused on relevant SI issues, 
sporting organisations, religious groups and others. Some of these organisations focused only on 
advocacy and support for people affected by certain issues (e.g. Dublin AIDS Alliance), while others 
provided services directly to people who were socially excluded (e.g. St Vincent de Paul). In some 
cases, the state had engaged the CSOs to provide services to vulnerable groups on its behalf (e.g. the 
Ana Liffey Drug Project providing harm-reduction support to drug users). Some CSOs mentioned 
worked only on a local level, while others had a national or even international focus. Many of the CSOs 
that had a health focus tended to look at single issues (e.g. the Spinal Injuries Association). The last 
category included was that of Philanthropists. Philanthropy has been an increasingly important factor 
in the Irish SI landscape in recent times. Again, there has been a particular focus on health issues with 
this type of funding (e.g. the GENIO group and Atlantic Philanthropies co-commissioning research on 
dementia care). These philanthropic organisations have collaborated directly with relevant third level 
institutions, government departments and service providers in order to contribute to SI national goals. 
Overall, mapping stakeholders and initiatives relating to SI in this way has revealed a huge array of 
relevant work that has taken place in the Irish context.   
 





Context – SI and Government 

















Figure 3 shows the SI architecture that existed for government in Ireland at the time of searching. This 
does not display all departments or agencies, just the ones most relevant to the national SI agenda. 
Specific SI units or divisions had been established in the Departments of Social Protection (DSP), Health 
(DoH) and Education. The SI division at the DSP was seen as central to all other SI initiatives across 
government. Some of its mains aims were to “co-ordinate implementation of government strategies 
for social inclusion through the monitoring and reporting mechanisms provided in the National Action 
Plan for Social Inclusion, promote the incorporation of anti-poverty and social inclusion objectives in 
public policy development” [14]. The development of this National Action Plan for SI (NAP Inclusion) 
was seen as central to the Irish government’s efforts to meet its obligations under the previously 
mentioned EU 2020 programme [15]. The NAP Inclusion 2007-2016 also set out a National Social 
Target for Poverty Reduction for the first time, and there was a specific child poverty reduction target 
included in that. The DSP SI Division produced an annual SI Monitor; which was a report on progress 
towards the goals set out in the NAP Inclusion [16]. The DSP SI Division also hosted a series of meetings 
called the Social Inclusion Forum, and this allowed for engagement on the NAP Inclusion and its 
implementation with relevant stakeholders including CSOs and people affected by poverty and social 
exclusion [17]. The other major government initiative on SI was the Social Inclusion Community 
Activation Programme (SICAP) which was managed at a local level [18]. See Box 1 for more detail on 
both the NAP Inclusion and SICAP.  
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National Action Plan for Social Inclusion (NAP Inclusion) [19] 
The Irish government have developed national strategies to address poverty and social exclusion 
since 1997. These have set out a range of possible actions and interventions across many 
government departments with the ultimate goal of reducing poverty and exclusion. The NAP 
Inclusion 2007-2016 included a specific National Social Target for Poverty Reduction, which 
specifically set out the governments plans to eradicate poverty. This 2007-2016 plan was withdrawn 
and revised before it reached its natural end, and a document entitled the Updated National Action 
Plan 2015-2017 was published. This was a much shorter document setting out new, more modest 
targets for poverty reduction. This updated plan was written in light of the major economic 
difficulties faced by the country following the recession. This new plan described fourteen high-
level goals that are mapped out in Figure 4 below. It took a life-cycle approach to tackling poverty 
and exclusion.   
 
Social Inclusion Community Activation Programme (SICAP) [18] 
SICAP was a programme managed by the Department of Rural and Community Development. It 
received funding from the European Social Fund and the EU Youth Employment Initiative. It aimed 
to tackle poverty, social exclusion and long-term unemployment through local engagement and the 
creation of partnerships with disadvantaged people. SICAP sought to foster engagement with hard 
to reach people in the most disadvantaged areas of the country, to create initiatives to address 
youth unemployment, to help disadvantaged people to access mainstream services and to allow 
them to engage as citizens. SICAP started in April 2015 and ended in December 2017. The work is 
managed a county level by Local Community Development Committees.  
 
 






Content - Government Policies & SI Initiatives 
Table 2 summarises the main government policies and initiatives since 2007 that had an SI focus, or 
that included actions that sought to address social exclusion (see long form in Additional File 1). The 
field of health dominated, with many policy documents and plans from the Department of Health 
(DoH) and Health Service Executive (HSE) included. We also noted whether the policy referred to the 
overarching NAP Inclusion: surprisingly less than half did. The Department of Justice had several policy 
documents relating to inclusion of discrete groups who were considered vulnerable: for example, 
migrants, and people living with disabilities. Some policy documents included had exceeded their 
suggested timelines and had not been updated or replaced by newer documents (e.g. the National 
Hepatitis C Strategy [20] was due to run from 2011-2014). It is not clear why this occurred, as the 
issues that these documents sought to address are as relevant now as when they were initially 
developed. Following a general election in February 2016, there were lengthy discussions between 
political parties and independent politicians to form a partnership government. The programme of 
work set out by that new government included reference to the development of an Integrated 
Framework for Social Inclusion [21]. The document went on to say that the new framework would 
“outline measures to help eliminate any persisting discrimination on grounds of gender, age, family 
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status, marital status, sexual orientation, race, disability, religion or membership of the Traveller 
Community. It will draw on existing as well as new strategies” [21]. There has been no further details 
released on this planned framework since the partnership government took office and their 
programme of work was published.   
 
Table 2: Irish government policy & SI initiatives 
 




Timescale Reference to 
NAP 
Inclusion 
Social Inclusion National Action Plan for Social Inclusion [15] Social and Family Affairs 2007 2007-2016 n/a 
Social Inclusion Updated National Action Plan for Social Inclusion [19] Social Protection 2016 2015-2017 n/a 
Social Inclusion National Social Reporting 2016 Ireland [22] Social Protection 2016 
 
yes 
Social Inclusion Social Inclusion Monitor [16] Social Protection 2015 
 
yes 





Pathways to Work [23] Government of Ireland 2016 2016-2020 no 
Employment & 
Work 





Comprehensive Employment Strategy for People with 
Disabilities [25] 
Government of Ireland 2015 2015-2024 no 
Employment & 
Work 





National Strategy for Women and Girls [27] Justice & Equality 2017 2017-2020 yes 
Justice & 
Equality 
Migrant Integration Strategy [28] Justice & Equality 2017 2017-2020 no 
Justice & 
Equality 
National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy [29] Justice & Equality 2017 2017-2021 no 
Justice & 
Equality 
National Disability Inclusion Strategy [30] Justice & Equality 2017 2017-2021 no 
Justice & 
Equality 
Second National Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and 
Gender-Based Violence [31] 
Justice & Equality 2016 2016-2021 no 
Justice & 
Equality 
Joint Irish Prison Service & Probation Service Strategic 
Plan [32] 
Irish Prison Service & 
Probation Service 
2015 2015-2017 no 
Health Healthy Ireland – A Framework for Improved Health 
and Wellbeing [33] 
Health 2013 2013-2025 yes 
Health Reducing Harm, Supporting Recovery - A health-led 
response to drug and alcohol use in Ireland [34] 
Health 2017 2017-2025 yes 
Health A Vision for Change - Report of the Expert Group on 
Mental Health Policy [35] 
Health 2006 2006-2016 yes 
Health Connecting for Life - Ireland’s National Strategy to 
Reduce Suicide [36] 
Health, HSE 2015 2015-2020 yes 
Health National Intercultural Health Strategy [37] HSE 2008 2007-2012 yes 
Health The National Positive Ageing Strategy [38] Health 2013 
 
yes 
Health Primary Care - A New Direction [39] Health 2001 
 
no  
Health National Sexual Health Strategy [40] Health 2015 2015-2020 no  
Health Planning for Health - Trends and Priorities to inform 
Health Service Planning [41] 
HSE 2017 2017-2022 no  
Health Better Health, Improving Healthcare [42] Health 2016 
 
no  
Health Tackling Chronic Disease - Policy Framework for the 




Health The Path to Universal Healthcare - White Paper on 




Health National Hepatitis C Strategy [20] HSE 2012 2011-2014 no  
Health HSE National Service Plan 2017 [45] HSE 2017 
 
no  
Health HSE Primary Care Division Operational Plan [46] HSE 2017 
 
no  





Health HSE Mental Health Division Operational Plan [48] HSE 2017 
 
no  





Health Service User Involvement and Primary Care [50] HSE 2011 
 
no  







National Policy Framework for Children and Young 
People [52] 
Children  & Youth Affairs 2015 2014-2020 yes 
Youth & 
Children 
National Youth Strategy [53] Children  & Youth Affairs 2015 2015-2020 yes 
Youth & 
Children 
National Strategy on Children and Young People's 
Participation in Decision-Making [54] 
Children  & Youth Affairs 2015 2015-2020 yes 
Youth & 
Children 





General A Programme for a Partnership Government [21] Taoiseach 2016 
 
no 
General National Reform Programme [56] Taoiseach 2017 
 
yes 
Education Action Plan for Education [57] Education & Skills 2017 
 
no 
Education National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 [58] Education & Skills 2011 
 
no 
Education Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools Plan [59] Education & Skills 2017 
 
yes 
Education National Skills Strategy 2025 [60] Education & Skills 2016 
 
no 
Education National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 
[61] 
Education & Skills, Higher 
Education Authority 
2015 2015-2019 yes 
Housing & 
Community 
Rebuilding Ireland - Action Plan for Housing and 
Homelessness [62] 





Action Plan to Address Homelessness [63] Environment, Community 






Social Housing Strategy 2020 [64] Environment, Community 






Our Communities - A Framework Policy for Local and 
Community Development in Ireland [65] 
Housing, Planning, 







A Framework for Sustainable Development for Ireland 
[66] 





Social Inclusion Community Activation Programme 
(SICAP) [18] 







Local Community Development Committees  
[example of work of one committee; County Tipperary 
Local Community & Social Inclusion Plan 2015-2020 
[67]] 








Public Participation Network 






Rural Issues Realising Our Rural Potential - Action Plan for Rural 
Development [69] 
Government of Ireland 2017 
 
no 
Rural Issues Rural Development Programme [70] Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine 
2017 2014-2020 no 
Rural Issues EU Rural Development Programme [71] Culture, Heritage and 
Gaeltacht 
2014 2014-2020 n/a 
Rural Issues Rural Transport Programme [72] Transport, Tourism and 






Processes – SI and Health 
The main stakeholders identified in the domain of health and SI are described in Figure 5 below. The 
DoH formulates health policy in Ireland [73], and the HSE functions as the provider of all public health 
and social care services nationally [45]. The Minister for Health leads both of these components of the 
health service.  Matters relating to SI at the DoH fall under the remit of the Chief Nursing Officer (CNO) 
[73]. This position includes responsibility for all issues relating to nursing and midwifery, as well as 
drugs policy and social inclusion. In the HSE, work on SI issues is carried out by the National Office for 
SI, which is a part of the Primary Care Division. The remit of this office crosses into all HSE services, 
not just those under the primary care division [74]. The HSE SI office provides some services directly, 
but mainly works by funding CSOs and other providers to provide front-line services. The broad remit 
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of the HSE SI office includes addiction, homelessness, migrant and refugee health, HIV/AIDS, gender-
based violence and community development in relation to health. They aim to improve access to 
existing services for vulnerable groups, and at times commission specifically targeted health services 
e.g. Roma primary care clinics. The HSE SI office also engages the research and academic community 
to collaborate on relevant projects. General practitioners (GPs) are independent service providers in 
the Irish context; while they are contracted by the HSE to provide some services, they are not 
employees of the HSE. Their role in relation to SI includes service provision to excluded groups, and to 
advocate on behalf of these patients. As we have previously mentioned, some CSOs are funded by the 
HSE to provide health services to excluded groups. Others will function as advocacates for vulnerable 
groups, and some will have an important role to play in feeding into the formulation of relevant health 
policies. 
 
Figure 5: SI and health organogram  
 
Discussion 
Statement of principal findings 
There have been many policies and initiatives concerned with SI in the Irish context over recent years. 
These have been operationalised a wide range of stakeholders including the Irish government. Much 



































of the SI activity in the Irish context has been led, or at least heavily influenced by, EU programmes 
and reporting requirements. SI is considered academically and practically to be a very broad topic, and 
consequently it crosses many different aspects of life and realms of policy. This seems to make it 
difficult for government and policy makers to clearly articulate plans that seek to achieve SI for all 
citizens. In addition, there does not now seem to be a concise definition of SI in use in the Irish policy 
context. Despite the major relevant policy document being called the Updated National Action Plan 
for SI, its main focus was income levels and poverty reduction [19]. Poverty and deprivation are 
obviously huge contributors to social exclusion, but they are not the only factors [75]. SI and SE are 
recognised in the international literature as being broader than matters of income poverty alone [3, 
76]. SI was noted to be important in the domain of health in Ireland, with many policies and planning 
documents detailing relevant services and initiatives.   
 
Discussion of findings 
The EU 2020 strategy had focused primarily on poverty and income levels, while giving less attention 
to other aspects of inclusion. This was also seen in the Irish context, where SI policy nationally was led 
by the DSP. This strategy followed many years of “Europeanisation” of Irish policy relating to social 
inclusion efforts [77]. This department stated that its mission was to “promote active participation 
and inclusion in society through the provision of income supports, employment services and other 
services” [78]. Moreover, the current Updated National Action Plan for SI from the DSP develops this 
theme further and describes the dominant “Active Inclusion Strategy” that is concerned with 
“adequate minimum income”, “inclusive labour markets” and “access to quality services” [19]. These 
narrow approaches to SI reflect much of the thinking of the social integrationist discourse as explained 
by Levitas [79]. This theory states that societal inclusion comes about when a person is in paid 
employment, and it ignores many other aspects of life such as unpaid work and community 
relationships. It is a rather simplistic way of viewing the issue of SI.   
The number and variety of stakeholders who were involved in operationalising SI nationally was 
striking. This could be seen to have made engagement and collaborative policymaking on SI issues 
challenging. Socially excluded people and populations are often considered [in the academic 
literature] to be ‘hard to reach’ [80, 81], and this means there are many CSOs and advocacy groups 
that aim to speak on their behalf. Many of these CSOs are concerned with single issues, and they are 
all seeking to be part of the solution to achieving inclusion for their particular excluded group. The 
literature also notes that there can at times be tension between CSO’s who are partners in the 
development of SI policy, and academics and researchers who seek to provide an evidence base and 
evaluation of these policies [82]. In recent years there has been some movement towards the 
development of national umbrella organisations of NGOs where they coming together to make 
submissions or respond to government policy changes and budgetary measures e.g. European Anti-
Poverty Network Ireland [83]. There is also collaboration of some CSOs with counterparts across the 
EU in order to have input and react to Europe-wide policy and programme development.  
The current Updated National Action Plan for SI was developed in a time of economic crisis and saw 
the paring back of many plans and projections for poverty eradication and social inclusion initiatives 
[19]. What remained was a patchwork of very modest goals, particularly in relation to health and social 
care. The first relevant goal concerned supporting older people to live in their own homes for as long 
as possible and providing the relevant supports for them in the community. The second pertinent goal 
in the document was the formation of multi-disciplinary primary care teams in the community. 
Primary care team development was an initiative that was already underway across the county at that 
time [39], and this document added no specific targets or timelines for this goal. There was also no 
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mention of focusing on particularly excluded groups e.g. the homeless, drug users, refugees etc., or of 
targeted initiatives that are often needed to engage effectively with them. Ultimately, actions taken 
to improve SI should be trying to improve equity in the domain of health, and the Updated National 
Action Plan does not do that. This may be partly due to the challenges posed by the complex structure 
of the Irish health system, and partly due the ambiguity surrounding the definition of health equity 
itself [84]. 
While the deteriorating economic environment was seen to have an effect on the breadth and depth 
of SI initiatives nationally, it was also notable that frequent changes were made to the structure and 
names of relevant government departments in the period under consideration. These changes made 
it difficult to try to map the various departments, their relationships, and their outputs. For example, 
the previously mentioned Combat Poverty Agency has the following statement on its website; “On 1 
July 2009 the Combat Poverty Agency was integrated with the Office for Social Inclusion to form the 
Social Inclusion Division within the Department of Social and Family Affairs. On 1 May 2010 the Social 
Inclusion Division became part of the Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs. From 
1 May 2011 the division moved to the Department of Social Protection” [85]. These changes occurred 
at a time when the government was seeking to rationalise and consolidate such quasi-governmental 
bodies, ostensibly in order to save money. While there was political and media outcry at the loss of 
such an important watchdog, there seems to have been no evaluation of the implications of the move 
[86, 87]. This is also an example of the shifting of roles and responsibilities of agencies relevant to SI 
that has taken place in recent years. Similarly, ministerial titles and remits have also changed; what 
was previously known as the office of the Minister for Social Protection is now known as the office of 
the Minister for Employment Affairs and Social Protection. Political change, such as the 2016 general 
election and the development of a new programme for government, has also influenced the national 
SI agenda. In light of these changes, it is not surprising that searching for the up-to-date relevant policy 
documents was very challenging. 
When looking at the national structures that are concerned with health and SI there is an apparent 
disconnect between policy-makers in the DoH and those who plan and provide relevant health 
services. There is little information available on whether any system exists for socially excluded 
groups, frontline healthcare workers or those who manage health services for these excluded groups 
to feed back into the creation of health policy concerning SI. The Drugs Policy and SI Unit at the DoH 
is under the leadership of the CNO of the state. This role has a wide remit that includes all aspects of 
the provision of nursing and midwifery services nationally. According to a briefing document created 
for the Minister for Health, SI had only recently been added to the remit of the CNO [73]. The 
document further explains that the office covers policy creation in relation to drug misuse and “the 
health needs of vulnerable groups i.e. Traveller/Roma, Refugees/Asylum Seekers and homeless 
persons” [73]. It is unclear whether the appropriate resources and funding were subsequently 
allocated to the relevant team under the CNO in order to begin to effectively meet the great health 
needs of these excluded groups. The remit of the HSE SI office, however, is much broader and includes 
addiction, homelessness, migrant and refugee health, LGBTQ issues, HIV and AIDS, gender-based 
violence and community development in relation to health [74]. In terms of mental health, disabilities 
and services for older people, both the DoH and the HSE have separate structures for the planning 
and management of services for these groups that are not explicitly under the remit of their respective 
SI units. Internationally and in the academic literature, these three groups are considered extremely 
vulnerable to social exclusion [88-92]. Overall, a clear and unified approach by the DoH and the HSE is 




Strengths and weaknesses of this work 
This mapping of stakeholders and policy documents used a combination of techniques that allowed 
us to include a wide array of relevant grey literature and policy documents from a variety of sources. 
In a political and policy environment that was as fluid as we described, this approach to systematic 
searching was crucial in allowing us to find the most relevant and recent information. This research 
captures the breadth of the stakeholders who are working in a variety of ways to contribute to the SI 
of vulnerable people in Irish society. To our knowledge, this is the first attempted mapping of the SI 
context and specifically its relationship to health in Ireland.   
Limitations of this research include that we searched only for documents in the English language, 
presuming that any Irish government documents published in Gaelic (the Irish national language) 
would also be published in English. The use of Google Advanced search function obviously limits search 
findings to the contents of the Google search engine alone. For this research, we did not focus on 
critically analysing the policies discussed.  
 
Conclusions  
There have been many policies and initiatives concerned with SI in the Irish context over the last 
number of years. These have been operationalised by the government and a wide array of relevant 
stakeholders. Much of the SI activity in the Irish context has been heavily influenced by the prevailing 
EU agenda around poverty and social exclusion. The main EU 2020 strategy and the national policy 
response in Ireland can be seen to focus mainly on productivity and employment. The number of 
stakeholders working on aspects of SI across Irish society is high, with government being one of those. 
The current NAP Inclusion, developed during the economic recession, is light on detail and modest in 
its aspirations. The goals in this document relating to health have no monitoring or evaluation details 
associated with them. Frequent changes to government structures and responsibility for SI issues have 
been notable, leading to confusion around responsibilities for SI initiatives. SI is an important concept 
in the domain of health in Ireland, with a number of key stakeholders involved. This research provides 
an overview of the SI landscape in Ireland, and affords a detailed look at the relevant policies and 
stakeholders in health.  
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Sets out national strategy for social inclusion 
(SI) based on lifecycle approach, 
complemented by SI elements of the National 
Development Plan 2007-2013, details actions 
to fulfil goals of SI strategy. 
2007 2007-
2016 









Update of NAP Inclusion in view of recession 
and large political and social changes; “certain 
NAP Inclusion goals and actions became out 
of date or less relevant". 
2016 2015-
2017 








Summary of national progress in addressing 
overarching objectives of EU Open Method of 
Coordination in the areas SI, pensions, health 
and long-term care. 
2016 
 
mentions SI Forum, NAP 









Official report to EU on progress towards 
national target for poverty reduction, also 
presents information on supporting indicators 
of poverty and social exclusion (SE). 
2015 
 







Setting for wider public consultation and 
discussion on SI issues between government 
departments, community and voluntary 












Policy aiming to ensure as many jobs as 
possible go to people who are unemployed. 
2016 2016-
2020 
mentions SICAP no 
Employment 
& Work 




Policy on job creation that identifies specific 
actions and names specific government 
departments and timelines for each action. 
2017 
 












Coordinated approach to enable persons with 
disabilities to gain employment; details 
specific actions and names relevant 

















Report looking at balance between the 
benefit system, additional costs of work 
associated with having disability, and net 
income gains if employed, seeks to devise 
solutions to difficulties identified. 
2017 
 
mentions employment as 







Girls - Creating 




Sets out goals of creating a country where “all 
women enjoy equality with men and can 
achieve their full potential, while enjoying a 
safe and fulfilling life”. 
2017 2017-
2020 
mentions acting on poverty 
and SI under NAP inclusion 












Sets out govt. plans for promoting integration 
in context of increasing diversity of 
population, seeks to ensure barriers to full 
participation in Irish society by migrants are 
identified and addressed.  
2017 2017-
2020 
mentions measures across 










Sets out plans to ensure barriers to full 
participation in Irish society by Traveller and 
Roma people are identified and addressed. 
2017 2017-
2021 













Details plans for improving lives of people 
with disabilities in practical sense, and in 
creating opportunities for people with 
disabilities to fulfil their potential. 
2017 2017-
2021 












Aims to (1) change societal attitudes to 
support a reduction in domestic and sexual 
violence, (2) improve supports available to 
victims and survivors, and (3) hold 




mentions reviewing how 














Describes multiagency approach to 
management of offenders and rehabilitation 
in order to try to reduce reoffending and 
improve outcomes for prisoners. 
2015 2015-
2017 
mentions SI as goal in 
particular for women, 
Travellers and those aged 
18-21 years 
no 
Health Healthy Ireland 





Health Goals are to (1) increase proportion of people 
who are healthy at all stages of life, (2) reduce 
health inequalities, (3) protect the public from 
threats to health and wellbeing, and (4) 
create environment where every individual 
and sector of society can play their part in 
achieving healthy Ireland. 
2013 2013-
2025 
Cabinet Committee on 
Social Policy will oversee 
implementation, work with 
SI Unit in Dept Social 
Protection to facilitate 
development of Social 
Impact Assessment, 
mentions EU and 






Recovery - A 
health-led 
Health Details govt. response to drug and alcohol use 
in Ireland, goals are to (1) promote and 
protect health and wellbeing, (2) minimise 
harm caused by misuse of substances and 
promote recovery, (3) address harms of drug 
2017 2017-
2025 
mentions SICAP as lever for 
preventing early school 







alcohol use in 
Ireland 2017-
2025 
markets and reduce access to drugs, (4) 
support participation of individuals, families 
and communities, and (5) develop 
comprehensive evidence-informed policies 
and actions. 
Health A Vision for 
Change - 




Health Sets out plan for model of mental health 
service provision, describes framework for 
building and fostering positive mental health 
across entire community and for providing 
accessible, community-based, specialist 
services for people with mental illness. 
2006 2006-
2016 
chapter 4 is about SI and 
mental illness, sets out 
actions to tackle SE - 
poverty, employment, 
education, housing, access 
to services etc., sets out 
links with SI services that 
existed at the time 
yes 
Health Connecting for 





Health, HSE Aims to (1) allow for better understanding of 
suicidal behaviour, (2) support communities 
to prevent and respond to suicidal behaviour, 
(3) implement targeted approaches for those 
vulnerable to suicide, (4) improve access, 
consistency and integration of services, (5) 
develop safe and high quality services, (6) 
reduce access to means, and (7) create better 
data and research. 
2015 2015-
2020 
defines SE, submissions 
from HSE SI incorporated 
into document, mentions 
Dept SP policies & NAP SI 





HSE Makes recommendations for health service 
improvements relating to improving access, 
adapting service delivery, health service 
organisation and future research. 
2008 2007-
2012 
mentions important role SI 
unit HSE will play in 
advising on 
implementation and 
adapting services  
yes 
Health Positive Ageing 
Starts Now! - 
The National 
Health Goals are to (1) remove barriers to 
participation and provide opportunities for 
involvement in cultural, economic and social 
life in communities, (2) support people to 
2013 
 







maintain, improve or manage health, (3) 
enable people to age at home with 
confidence, security and dignity, and (4) 
support and use research to inform policy. 
Health Primary Care - 
A New 
Direction 
Health Sets out planned changes to make primary 
care central focus of delivery of health and 
personal social services in Ireland, promotes 
team-based approach to service provision. 
2001 
 
says primary care team 
development will promote 
SI using proactive 
measures to ensure 
vulnerable individuals and  
groups are registered 
no  
Health National Sexual 
Health Strategy 
Health Aims to provide (1) comprehensive, age-
appropriate sexual health information and 
access to services, (2) equitable, accessible 
and high quality sexual health services, 
targeted to needs, available to everyone, and 
(3) high quality sexual health information for 




reps from SI unit Dept 
Health involved in drafting 
no  
Health Planning for 





HSE Provides population focused analysis of 
current and future needs and demands on 
health service, aims to provide 
comprehensive overview of imminent 
demographic pressures up to 2022. 
2017 2017-
2022 
SI mentioned under 
primary care and 
prominent throughout, 
mentions specifically 
health of homeless, those 
with addiction, migrants 
and Travellers 
no  
Health Better Health, 
Improving 
Healthcare 
Health Briefing document prepared by Dept Health 
for incoming Minister, sets out considerations 
to inform development of clear and coherent 




discusses SI measures for 












Health Seeks to addresses challenges of chronic 
disease so as to reduce the burden for 
individuals, carers and health system, 
underlines the importance of intersectoral 
activities on adverse lifestyle factors that 
contribute to chronic disease 
2008 
 
mentions all health actions 
will be reported on at 
senior officials group on SI 
and report to govt. through 
Cabinet Committee on SI 
no  
Health The Path to 
Universal 
Healthcare - 




Health Set out plans to make health insurance 
mandatory, giving individuals access to 
standard basket of primary services, founded 
on principles of social solidarity. 
2014 
 
sets out where SI health 
services would sit related 





HSE Framework for coordinated response to Hep 
C in Ireland; lays out clear plan with timelines 
to reduce transmission and improve care of 
patients infected with Hep C.  
2012 2011-
2014 
published by HSE SI office, 
mentions provision of 
interpreting and education 
of service providers  
no  
Health HSE National 
Service Plan 
2017  
HSE Sets out type and volume of health and 




sets out HSE SI operations 
under primary care for 
2107 
no  




HSE Sets out key priorities and volume of primary 
care, SI, and palliative care services to be 
provided in 2017, also sets out budgets and 




within the population carry 
disproportionate burden of 
… ill-health and disability, 
with consequent high 
health service utilisation 
and health and social care 
costs", says HSE SI 









HSE Sets out type and volume of health and 
personal social services to be provided by HSE 
in 2017; specifically looking at disabilities, 
nursing homes and elderly care. 
2017 
 
mentions funding inclusion 
initiatives for people 








HSE Sets out type and volume of mental health 
services to be provided by HSE in 2017. 
2017 
 
speaks about collaboration 
with HSE SI to facilitate 
mental health initiatives 
with homeless and 
Travellers 
no  





HSE Details plans for implementation of Healthy 
Ireland Framework, and to strengthen cross-




mentions focus on helping 
people to stay healthy and 
reducing health 
inequalities, includes 
finding ways of addressing 
broader determinants of 
health 
no  





HSE Sets out reasons to include service user voices 
in planning health services. 
2011 
 
mentions HSE SI as one of 
stakeholders driving this 
policy 
no  




HSE Framework for service providers to ensure 
individuals affected by drug misuse are 
offered range of integrated solutions tailored 




published by HSE SI office 










Futures - The 
Children  & 
Youth Affairs 
Sets out plans to (1) support parents, (2) 
provide earlier intervention and prevention 
where needed, (3) foster a culture that listens 
to and involves children and young people, (4) 
2015 2014-
2020 
sets out that the 
framework is attempting to 
improve SI of young 








provide high quality services that are 
outcomes-driven, effective, efficient and 
trusted, (5) manage effective transitions to 
adult services, (6) have a cross-government 
and interagency approach with collaboration 
and coordination. 
young people from SE 






Children  & 
Youth Affairs 
Details ways to enhance contribution of 
policies, programmes and services to improve 
outcomes for young people; evidence 
informed and outcomes focused, takes 
account of social and economic factors, 
informed by national and European policy, as 




refers to EU youth policies 
that push for SI initiatives 
e.g. EU Strategy for Youth, 
talks about tacking child 












Children  & 
Youth Affairs 
Aims to ensure children and young people 
have voice in their everyday lives; primarily 
aimed at children under 18, but also young 
people up to 24, strategy influenced by 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of 




sets out that active 
participation in decisions 
can foster SI, references 
consultations carried out 













County-level committees that bring together 
main statutory, community and voluntary 
services for children, provide forum for co-
ordination of activities to ensure accessible 
services, aim is to realise outcomes set 





General A Programme 
for a 
Taoiseach Sets out plans for coalition govt. agreed 
following election Feb 2016; seeks to build 
"strong economy and to deliver a fair society, 
2016 
 
mentions development of 
new Integrated Framework 






so that communities thrive, throughout both 
urban and rural Ireland". 
measures to help eliminate 
"discrimination on grounds 
of gender, age, family 
status, marital status, 
sexual orientation, race, 
disability, religion or 






Taoiseach Part of European Semester process [annual 
post-recession monitoring scheme of 
economic and fiscal policy at EU level], 
coordinated by Dept Taoiseach with input 
from relevant Departments and agencies, 
provides overview of structural reforms and 
actions underway, also reports on progress 
towards national targets under Europe 2020 
objectives on employment, research and 
development, climate change and energy, 
education and SI. 
2017 
 
mentions NAP inclusion 
being updated, SICAP, SI 
Monitor & poverty 
reduction 
yes 




Outlines actions to be implemented by Dept, 
its agencies and others across government, 
has timelines and responsibilities assigned, 
will see quarterly progress reports published. 
2017 
 
mentions Dept of 
Education Action Plan for SI 
under development, also 
says education to be used 
to break down barriers for 
excluded groups and 







Sets out vision of higher education sector that 
can meet the many social, economic and 
cultural challenges facing country over the 
coming decades, and meet key roles of 
2011 
 
explains that reform of this 
sector is essential in order 






teaching and learning, research, scholarship, 
and engagement with wider society. 
to higher education and to 








Goals to (1) implement robust assessment 
framework for identification of schools in 
deprived areas and effective resource 
allocation, (2) improve learning experience 
and outcomes of pupils in DEIS schools, (3) 
improve capacity of schools to engage, plan 
and deploy resources, (4) support and foster 
best practice in schools, (5) support work of 
schools by providing the information and 
feedback to achieve goals of the plan. 
2017 
 
vision for future 
intervention in SI education 
policy and for education to 
become pathway to better 
opportunities for those in 
communities at risk of 
disadvantage and SE, refers 
to SICAP and SI unit in Dept 
Education 
yes 




Identifies Ireland’s current skills profile, 
provides strategic vision and specific 
objectives for future skills requirements, and 
sets out road map for how the vision and 
objectives can be achieved. 
2016 
 
refers to DEIS programme, 
talks about education 




Education National Plan 








Vision to ensure the student body entering, 
participating in and completing higher 
education at all levels reflect diversity and 
social mix of Ireland’s population. 
2015 2015-
2019 
sets out that SI may be 
achieved by ensuring 
higher education is 
representative of whole 
society, sets out basic 
principles of higher 
education include equality 
and SI, refers specifically to 
DEIS programme, students 
with disabilities and young 






Ireland - An 
Government 
of Ireland 
Sets out plans for key housing objectives as 
set out in Programme for Partnership 
2016 
 
homelessness is a major 




Action Plan for 
Housing and 
Homelessness 
Government; (1) to significantly increase 
supply of social housing, (2) double output of 
overall housing from current levels to at least 
25,000 per annum by 2020, (3) to service all 
tenure types, and (4) to tackle homelessness 
in comprehensive manner. 
relation to urban renewal, 
also refers to regeneration 








through the provision of a 
holistic programme of 











Report on action points from Special Summit 
on Homelessness attended by representatives 
from govt, state agencies, Dublin local 
authorities, NGO sector, the church and 

















Sets out national social housing policy with 
three main aims: affordability, sustainability 




















Sets out plans for collaborative and 
participative approach to local and 
community development, and creation and 
implementation of future policies and 
programmes will be carried out by 




SI is one of the 'core sets of 
values' of the plan, 
mentions SI important for 
"communities experiencing 
social or economic 
disadvantage, including 






mentions that local and 
community development 
can help “tackling poverty, 
disadvantage and SE, 
supporting the capacity of 
local communities to 












Discusses actions to promote clean energy, 
sustainable approaches to agriculture and 
transport, and conservation and management 
of natural resources, identifies cross-sectoral, 




SI is seen as a principle for 
sustainable development, 
then links 'sustainable 
communities and spatial 
planning', also mentions SI 













Funding programme that aims to tackle 
poverty, SE and long-term unemployment 
through local engagement and partnerships 
between disadvantaged individuals, 













Set up by each local authority to develop, co-
ordinate and implement coherent and 




See example at link; focus 









Forum for public to engage with city and 
county council (local government), set up in 
each local authority area and made up of 
organisations from the community and 
voluntary, SI and environment sectors. 
2014 
 
See example at link; 





Rural Issues Realising Our 
Rural Potential 





Sets out objectives to (1) support sustainable 
rural communities, (2) support enterprise and 
employment, (3) maximise rural tourism and 
recreation potential, (3) foster culture and 
creativity in rural communities, and (4) 
improve rural infrastructure and connectivity. 
2017 
 










Food and the 
Marine 
RDP is part of EU Common Agricultural Policy 
(CAP) [set of objectives, principles and rules 
that support European agriculture], the CAP 
framework has two pillars: (1) direct 




Refers to promoting SI, 
poverty reduction and 
economic development in 
rural areas, and describes 
initiatives that carry this 
out 
no 







Provides funding for rural development 
projects under three themes: (1) economic 
development and job creation, (2) SI, and (3) 
rural environment, funded by EU CAP 
2014 2014-
2020 
SI is key theme of 
programme and relevant 
projects will be funded 
n/a 








Provide quality nationwide community based 
public transport system in rural Ireland which 
responds to local needs 
  
 
Provides transport to rural 
communities, promoting SI 
n/a 
 
 
